Since the second world war the establishment of a therapeutic community within any hospital dealing with psychiatric patients has been regarded as a fundamental objective (W.H.O., 1953) . Most hospitals that have attempted such a programme have probably regarded the ward group meeting as an important part of the regime. However, as several authors have pointed out, there have been few attempts to evaluate the efficiency of group psychotherapy in any exact or controlled way (Burchard, Michaels, and Kotkov, 1948; Linden, 1953; Wolff, 1957; Taylor, 1958) .
This paper records an attempt to evaluate the effects of a weekly ward meeting on a geriatric unit by using some simple but reliable measures and discusses some of the technical problems relating to the geriatric group situation.
METHODS
The geriatric unit used for this study is a self-contained block in the Bethlem Royal Hospital, which has an eclectic therapeutic approach and in which all the patients are informal.
In October 1964 there was a break in the customary group meetings and advantage was taken of this in designing the present study. During the year patients received intermittent group psychotherapy by dividing the 12 months into four separate periods: 1-13 weeks of the usual unit activities, 11-13 weeks of the usual activities plus group meetings, III-14 weeks as in I, and IV-13 weeks as in II. Each h i O f n X C r C 5 ! . \ p v ! 9 k f n U l R . U i ; e R , C t ..:-a Ai group.bmj.com on May 3, 2017 -Published by http://jnnp.bmj.com/ Downloaded from leave into this viewpoint, however, as the staff normally grant leave to the less sick patients. The observation could be accommodated only if one assumed that the staff usually measure the degree of illness in a patient by behaviour disturbance rather than depressed affect.
The most satisfactory explanation of the results would seem to be that the group meetings improved the staff's observation of the patients and that this produced improvements in their treatment and hence their mental state. It is possible that such an improvement in observation resulted merely from the increase of time spent by the doctors with their patients. However, the normal practice of this extremely well-staffed unit is to spend two or more hours per week with each patient. A further possibility is that geriatric patients are able to relate to doctors better in the group than in the individual situation or, at least, they are able to express the depressive aspects of their illness more easily. Both Benaim (1957) and Wolff (1957) have commented that for some purposes they prefer to have their geriatric patients in the group situation. Another way of expressing this concept is to assume that geriatric patients find the individual interview very difficult (Wolff, 1957) From these views and from those quoted from the literature it is clear that the technique which had arbitrarily developed on the ward and which was used for this experiment was not an ideal one. It seems likely that an informal approach would be preferable and could possibly be expected to produce more changes in the ward situation, which could be validated by the methods outlined. SUMMARY A method is described of measuring the effects of a therapeutic ward meeting programme on a geriatric unit in terms of the physical treatment received and the behaviour recorded in routine nursing reports. Consistent and significant changes were found. During the group phases the patients received more antidepressant drugs, were reported as less disturbed and were granted more home leave. At the same time, the experiment high-lighted the deficiencies of the group technique used.
Three possible explanations of the results are briefly discussed: (1) the staff changed as a result of the meetings, (2) a symptom shift occurred from behaviour disturbance to depression, and (3) more and better observation led to improved treatment. It is suggested that similar experimental methods can be used in the future to compare other ward situations and other group techniques.
